This essay explores how and why Muslim Sierra Leoneans living and working in the Washington DC metropolitan area inscribe religious identity onto their work sites by means of a variety of Islamic commodities. These items, ranging from bumper stickers and decals to informational pamphlets and kosher hot dogs, are physical manifestations of experience, a means of situating individual and community in transnational space. Looking at how individuals use religious objects to make and maintain their worlds points to the act of display as a physical manifestation of experience. How such objects are utilized on, in, and around taxi cabs and food vending standsmy male and female informants' primary work sites -reveals the artistic creation of new sensitivities towards self and religion, highlighting the complexity of multiple gazes and responses in multi-cultural Muslim and broader non-Muslim spaces.
to be a typical Washington, DC taxi. The inside is another story. Like many taxis driven by Muslim Sierra Leoneans, Mustafa's is inscribed with his personal vision of Islam. The dashboard is covered with stickers, Qur'anic verses in Arabic. On top sits an embroidered box which contains a copy of the Holy Qur'an. On the front seat are strewn multiple copies of various pamphlets that Mustafa gets free from the Islamic Center, and cassette tapes, all of which are Qur'anic recitation.
When we get into the car, Mustafa hands me a pamphlet. This one concerns fasting during Ramadan. Noting my interest, he hops out of the car, walks to the back, opens the trunk, and rummages around for a few minutes. He returns with a huge stack of pamphlets, hands me half of them, and places the rest on the seat between us. Mustafa keeps the free pamphlets in his trunk and on his front seat in order to give them to customers. I ask him how Americans react:
Sometimes they say 'No, thank you.' Sometimes they just leave it on the seat when they get out, but sometimes they want to know what it is. So I tell them. You get a lot of blessings for bringing the word of God to non-Muslims.
Mustafa pops a Qur'anic cassette in the tape deck and we set off.
We cruise the streets of the District looking for fares, listening to the taped recitation and discussing the Friday sermon, in which the Imam cautioned congregants against allowing religious observances to lapse in the aftermath of Ramadan. Mid-conversation, we are hailed by a man in his mid-twenties, wearing a conservative suit, the typical uniform of the mid-level Federal worker. As Mustafa and I continue discussing the khutba, I gaze through the 'vanity' mirror on the passenger-side visor. Our rider has suddenly become cognizant of his environment -the religious objects that surround him, the Qur'anic recitation sounding from the back speakers, Mustafa up front in his brightly colored African shirt and white skullcap. Eyes widening, his gaze moves to me. I am still wearing the bright pink hijab (headscarf/'veil') that I always donned for Friday prayers. 'I'll get off here!' he suddenly stammers. 'But we are not at your stop!' Mustafa protests, 'Besides, we are in the middle of traffic!' Not persuaded, our passenger reaches into his pocket, throws a handful of bills at Mustafa, and leaps from the taxi.
We sit stunned for a minute, then burst out laughing. 'That fool!' Mustafa exclaims. 'He thinks we are terrorists, maybe suicide bombers taking him with us!' I gather the money strewn on the seat and floor; it is far more than the fare for our passenger's short, disturbing ride. When I hand the money to Mustafa, he takes the correct fare from the bundle of bills and gives me the rest. Within blocks we see a blind, homeless man. Mustafa pulls over to the curb. 'Give him the money,' he tells me. 'Maybe God will forgive that man's [our rider's] stupidity.' I get out, hand the man the money, and we drive on. This story highlights several key aspects of the experiences of many Sierra Leonean transmigrants living on the borders between homeland and a global Islam. 3 The style in which my informants, most of whom are pious Muslims, choose to present themselves is characterized by the emergence of new cultural forms in which they image themselves in relation to others. The religious objects that decorate the interior of Mustafa's taxi are a means of 'making Muslim space' (Metcalf, 1996) , of transforming a physical space into a site of cultural identity. While his display may have backfired in the instance I have described, Mustafa remains undeterred. His humored reaction to the event -his joke about terrorism, in contrast to my own anger, even embarrassment -illustrates his self-confidence, as well as his familiarity with his broader environment. Having come to the United States nearly 30 years ago, Mustafa can contextualize the passenger's fears; he has heard it all before, too many times.
Mustafa's cab is a public site on which he encodes his world. His taxi is the conduit through which he converses with the world around him as he attempts to order and maintain a sense of self. However, as the encounter just described indicates, his attempt to order his world may be disrupted, challenged by the society in which his taxi moves. As a site that is both private (his) and public (passengers'), his taxi becomes a vehicle in which multiple social codes interact, at times in conflict. He 'writes' his Islam onto his taxi in an attempt to display himself in relation to the people who and the places that he encounters while on the job (for the notion of 'writing,' see Austin, 1996) . Islam and Sierra Leone, his codes, as well as those of his passengers are all examined, tested and reconstructed in the context of a space which becomes public the moment Mustafa picks up a rider.
This article explores problems and issues that arise when different cultures and perspectives come into contact over and through the display of religious objects in seemingly mundane places; in this case the taxis and food-vending stands in which many of my informants work. In particular I explore the complexity of the multiple gazes and responses that give context to any site of inscription. As such, I will examine ways in which the display of religious objects are forums for the re-presentation of a community situated in transnational spaces, a 'visual narration of cultural negotiation ' (Ybarra-Frausto, 1991: 83) , in which meaning and understanding are mediated and articulated. Looking at how people use objects to make and maintain their worlds points to the act of display as physical manifestation of experience. Objects are regrouped and renamed in an act of re-classification in order to produce meaning that accommodates and reveals cultural relations, becoming part of the defining frame, 'the artistic creation of new sensitivities toward the world' (Yamaguchi, 1991: 61) .
The juxtaposition of Islamic objects to work site signals a complex array of intersecting circumstances, illustrating the permeability of boundaries that enable the objects, their placement, and their significance to come into being in the first place. The contours of experience are a 'dense network of evolving and often contradictory social practices' and, I might add, understandings (Greenblatt, 1991: 42) . As such, the display of Islamic objects on seemingly mundane work sites compels an 'historicized gaze' (Karp, 1991: 17-18) in which popular notions of Islam and Muslims as exotic, other, and often dangerous in effect challenge the viewer to contrast and compare existing categories of knowledge, and to respond to the shock of nonrecognition. Non-Muslim American viewers -in this case consumers of goods (hot dogs) and services (transport) -either define what they see to fit existing understandings or reorganize that understanding to fit their own prior experience (Karp, 1991: 22) . Thus, any discussion of religiously inscribed Sierra Leonean work sites raises the question of how isolated personal objects are combined with a public work site to create an atmosphere that implies the complexity of transnational relationships, an 'affecting presence' (Armstrong, 1981: 3) in which some objects seem to possess the power and energy to resonate the complexities of social experience. For my informants the act of display is an act of both constructing past, present, and future. This display is bound up with its 'resonance,' the 'power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces from which it has emerged and from which it may be taken by the viewer to stand' (Greenblatt, 1991: 42) .
Display is transformative in that it functions as a vehicle for turning experience into space, enabling my informants to use their work sites as a stage for the mediation of social experience (see Metcalf, 1996) . It is clear that Mustafa utilizes his taxi to articulate his religious identity in his own terms; at the same time he is equally aware that how he articulates that identity may serve to reinforce negative images of Muslims at home and abroad. Given that recognition, which all my informants share to one extent or another, how do they then choose to represent themselves, to articulate their identities?
The inscription of workplace conveys my informants' positioning in a constructed community that is rooted in memories of a Sierra Leonean homeland that is ultimately re-experienced through the reinvention of an imagined Islam. As such, the objects by which they mark an invented collective memory are embedded within what Naficy (1993: xvi) , in his discussion of Iranians living in Los Angeles, has labeled 'ambivalences, resistances, slippages, dissimulations, doubling, and even subversions of both the home and host societies,' all of which produce an 'evolving syncretic and hybridized exile culture.' Much like Iranian exiles, Sierra Leonean transmigrants inscribe and communicate 'home, the past, memory, loss, nostalgia, longing for return, and the communal self' (Naficy, 1993: xvi) onto their everyday lives, situating themselves between the 'here' and 'there' of present locale (America) and 'home' (Sierra Leone). They map a complex set of meanings onto the constructed cultural border sites in which they live, creating a 'shared discursive space ' (1993: 2) in which their community can place itself on the larger cultural maps of America and a global Muslim community. In so doing, the discourse of displacement is often superseded by 'localizing' constructs that string competing discourses together -discourses that are at once local/translocal, national/transnational -so as to create a sense of belonging in what Appadurai (1990 Appadurai ( , 1991 has called a new 'ethnoscape. ' Objects as bridge-building devices blur the distinction between multiple worlds as distant and disjunct spaces. As such, the objects and their placement condense and compress memory, becoming a perpetual source of recollection and longing for an imagined past. For Muslim Sierra Leoneans living in the United States, this imagined pre-migration past is constructed around nostalgic rememberings of a homeland in which religion and religious identity have taken on new meaning. Islam, always an important source of 'local' identity, entwined with other local identities (ethnicity, political affiliation), has in the American context become a powerful unifying symbol that serves to construct collective identities in which displacement and deterritorialization shape the 'hybridized subject' (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 18) . As such, generic and by now highly commoditized Islamic objects become vehicles for the enactment of an imaginative re-construction of the past in which images and feelings are retrieved, as displaced transmigrants living at once in a foreign setting and amidst a highly cosmopolitan community of fellow Muslims attempt to recapture a perceived authentic past that embodies and ultimately links Sierra Leonean Muslim identity to present circumstances.
Sierra Leonean Muslims use religious goods to tell themselves and the world around them who they are, easing the burden of physical and cultural displacement. These objects function as symbols of community affiliation, giving meaning to a set of intersecting discourses about what it means to be a member of the greater Muslim community, and equally what it means to be a Sierra Leonean Muslim. As such, meaning materializes into -and onto -location and is illustrated by how Sierra Leoneans 'inscribe presence' (Bammer, 1994: xiii-iv) , in this case on work-sites that are by their very nature at once private and public. This points to the multivalent complexity of displacement in that these inscriptions refer to the complex issues of agreement and contest, and raise questions about how religious identity is constructed out of apparent conflict, the extent to which Sierra Leoneans re-imagine their lives within a space crowded with the multiple discourses of diverse cultural traditions and interpretations of Islam, and how they authenticate these re-imaginings through re-imaging.
The enactment of these representations in the public and private spaces of their lives provides significant clues into an emerging Sierra Leonean Muslim American identity. These representations are illustrated by the public world of religious celebration, as well as in the mediated private/public spaces of the home and workplace. The workplace is certainly not the only site of personal inscription. Elsewhere I have noted the presence of religious and cultural objects and wall hangings in Sierra Leonean-American homes (D' Alisera, 1997 Alisera, , 1998 . In such settings identity is inscribed for self, family, relatives, and guests -generally people who belong to one's Sierra Leonean-African-Muslim transnational community. What makes the workplace so interesting is that it is a place where one may inscribe identity for 'others' -regular and one-time customers, competitors (especially non-Muslim foreign rivals), above all strangers who are generally not of one's national, ethnic, or religious community (Stoller and Coombe, 1994: 254) . This is especially pertinent to the taxi cab and the hot dog stand, common work sites, respectively, for many Sierra Leonean men and women with whom I spent much of my time. Furthermore, because of their common features -they are outof-doors, moveable, relatively cramped, and settings for hasty social and economic encounters, these sites are natural venues for the display of highly commoditized and, in the case of religious items, increasingly available identity markers.
INSCRIPTIONS
As Mustafa and I ride from Northern Virginia into the District, we notice a car covered with green and white bumperstickers asserting: 'Don't get caught dead WITHOUT ISLAM,' 'PRAYER: keeps together,' and 'ISLAM THE RELIGION of peace and security.' The occupants of the car are bearded and dressed all in white. I ask Mustafa what he makes of the occupants and their adorned vehicle.
These are very pious people. Probably Pakistanis. You see, these bumperstickers are telling the world who they are. Everyone knows they are Muslims. Didn't you see the sticker on my trunk, back there, saying 'I ♥ ALLAH.'
In fact, I had overlooked his bumpersticker. Prior to this conversation I had paid scant attention to popular cultural manifestations of Islam in the city, especially such seemingly simple marketed products. When I ask Mustafa where I can buy a similar sticker, he directs me to the bookstore/giftshop at the Islamic Center. I had visited the bookstore at the urging of another Sierra Leonean informant when I had asked about particular religious texts that Sierra Leonean Muslims read. But heading straight for the bookshelves, I had walked right past the popular items for sale by the cash register counter. Now, after my encounter with the many-bumper-stickered car during my ride with Mustafa, I returned to the bookstore with a different aim, notebook in hand, to survey the non-print items. I suddenly found myself confronted with a plethora of items that I had always seen, even perused, but never looked at closely: prayer rugs, prayer beads, men and women's head coverings, bottles of perfumes and oils, incense sticks. But also, bumperstickers and window decals, holiday cards, religiously inscribed bookmarks and key chains, coffee mugs adorned with either Qur'anic verses in English and Arabic, or assertions similar to those emblazoned on the bumperstickers (I ♥ Islam/Allah).
Over the next year I noticed that the stock changed often. Once a group of items was sold out they rarely reappeared on the shelves, for the stock was dependent on visits home by members of the congregation, Center employees, and the Imam. In recent years a thriving business of Islamic goods has emerged in the United States and elsewhere (see Starrett, 1995) . Along with more traditional religious commodities (prayer rugs, beads, perfumes, incense, standardized clothing), and the newer style commodities (mugs, stickers, key chains, holiday cards), one now finds a plethora of goods that touch upon -and Islamicize -virtually every aspect of life. In addition to bumperstickers, decals, and holiday cards, one can now purchase postcards of Qur'anic verse or one of God's 99 attributes, in combined Arabic and English. Islamic alarm clocks and wristwatches announce the times of prayer. Timepieces of various sizes and models -usually the ka'ba or a domed mosque -'recite' the adhan. Religiously inscribed trophies and wall plaques for virtually any honor, halal soap, fund raising cans, videos and computer programs are all available. Videos range from religious sermons, including responses to leading American Evangelical Christians, to children's programming. The latter include animated movies that depict the life of fictional and historical Muslim heroes and 'Muppet'-like puppet programs, such as 'Adam's World,' that instruct children in Islamic ritual, practice, and morals. Many of these programs mirror both mainstream television and programming on Christian networks. Computer software runs the gamut from Arabic language writing programs to Qur'anic concordances. Moreover, whereas until recently such items were generally on sale only at Islamic centers and specialty stores (often in special aisles of ethnic food markets run by Muslims), there is now a thriving mail order business that can be accessed through a variety of catalogs and magazines of American Islamic affairs, as well as the World Wide Web.
What are we to make of all this? It should be reasserted that some of these products are not all that new, nor is the globalization of popular American symbols and their commoditization. Several years ago in Egypt I purchased bumperstickers that utilized the heart to express love for everything from country to sporting club, with the remainder of the phrase rendered in either English or Arabic. The political (I ♥ Egypt), the religious (I ♥ Islam), the social (I ♥ Ahli [Club]), often share symbology and venue. What is recent is the degree to which the Islamic items, previously imported, are now produced and marketed in the United States. Looking at mass-produced religious goods in Egypt, Starrett (1995: 65) argues that the way in which the meaning of 'new types of commodities [are] constructed, contested and negotiated,' makes religious goods 'particularly sensitive markers of cultural transformation.' Deeply embedded in a familiar context -in this case Egyptians (or other Muslims) buying Islamic goods in a predominantly Muslim countrysuch objects signify a cultural transformation in the way in which Muslims relate to texts at home, in a context where the dominant interpretive domains reflect familiarity with the symbols, the terms of debate, and the local discourses of authenticity. However, the case of an Islamically-marked station-wagon crossing the Potomac raises new questions about the significance of these objects outside the traditionally defined 'Muslim world.' What meaning do they impart when they become part of an evolving, transmigrant interpretation of what it means to be a Muslim here, there, and everywhere? How do these objects, as global religious 'texts,' construct a frame of reference through which experience is mediated?
For transmigrant Sierra Leonean Muslims, these commodities serve to reorder fragmented experience. Symbolically, they connect disjunct social space, constructing and announcing that 'I am a Muslim.' However, for Sierra Leoneans they also announce that Islam is deeply connected to an emerging national-ethnic identity that has become interwoven with Islam in the American context. The American context ensures that these inscriptions serve not merely as amulets, a means to attain blessings or ensure protection, or, in the case of Qur'anic tapes, to remind one of God's words and presence. Many Sierra Leoneans also assert that the bumperstickers or decals they display, the style of clothes they wear, the tapes they play in their taxis, the pamphlets they distribute, are intended for the outside gaze -of Americans, Christians, nonSierra Leonean Muslims in general -and that they contribute a special set of categories by which presence is inscribed. Utilized in such a context, the inscriptions cry out in multivocal tones: I am a Muslim. I am a Sierra Leonean Muslim. I am here, like it or not! I am here, whether I like it or not! The essence of these assertions was expressed to me one time by another taxi driver with whom I often rode. I once asked Ahmadu how his customers reacted to the Islamic objects in his cab. These objects make concrete a series of qualified identifying statements that challenge the dislocating aspects of the transmigrant experience and the way in which the host society perceives that experience. As Prosterman (1995: 197) has pointed out in another context, place is marked and controlled by the reordering of elements, by 'taking elements from one place and reemphasizing them or recombining [them] .' This engenders a set of emotions and ideas that consciously construct and convey a world in which place is not only imbued with personal significance but is reordered to convey a series of messages that both communicates the multiple dislocations and differences of my informants' lives and, as Swedenburg (1992: 570) contends, 'offers dreams of collectivity.'
TAXI CABS AND HOT DOG STANDS: INTERSTICES
How Sierra Leonean Muslim men and women differentiate objects to be displayed, as well as how they determine where to place them, illustrate the ways in which they constantly negotiate a social space that is ambiguously defined. These objects are, in essence, a site in which Islam is negotiated according to their owners' own subject positions. Those owners choose and utilize objects in order to make social statements about themselves, how they want others to see them and, ultimately, how they see others (Spooner, 1986: 225) . In so doing, they create a community space in the site between actual location (Washington, DC), homeland (Sierra Leone), and global imagings (Islam) that reflects the way in which 'disjunct and different cultural forms' (Öncü, 1995: 53) comprise complex domains of experience in which Islam has been constructed as the 'thread that binds'. These objects, imbued with a deeply religious meaning that is characterized through 'a direct association with acts of worship . . . or more commonly, their bearing of sacred images or writing, often only a single word, 'Allah' or 'Muhammad'' (Starrett, 1995: 53) , construct a frame of reference through which experience is mediated. In her discussion of the Latino Festival in Washington, DC, Cadaval (1991: 206) points to the ways that participants decorate their food-vending stands (kioskos in Spanish) in order to highlight and intensify the 'continuous cultural bargaining' that takes place between and within various national-ethnic groups. The kioskos, she relates, physically define boundaries, bridging the gap between the private world of home and the public world of neighborhood. As a consequence, a 'new aesthetic' emerges from 'multiple interacting codes drawn from national and regional identity, tourism, political ideology, language, cultural background, and immigrant status' (Cadaval, 1991: 206-7 Likewise, how my informants decorate their taxis and food stands, serves to reflect the ways they bridge the gap between various, sometimes competing modes of reference, and thus define their place in the community. But unlike Cadaval's kioskos, my informants' taxis/stands serve not only as physical boundaries between the private and public worlds of home and community, but as bridges between the multiple worlds of here (Washington, DC), there (Sierra Leone) and everywhere (Islam).
Heading toward the Islamic Center I ask Aminata if she needs me to bring her anything.
Yes, yes. I need some more stickers. You know, the ones with Qur'an on them. I need all the help I can get! Business is down.
Does she want any particular verse?
No. Just the ones in Arabic, and maybe some in English. This way Americans know I am a Muslim.
Will it help business if Americans know she is a Muslim? I think so, yes. They will know I am a religious woman. They will feel that the food here is better than at other stands.
Aminata's stand, a metal two-wheeled cart that may be towed by an automobile, sits on a corner in the heart of the District, a few blocks from several large hotel chains, one block from a high school, and directly in front of the headquarters of a prominent private foundation. Aminata often rearranges and redecorates her stand to accommodate her customers, most of whom work or study nearby, but who also include Sierra Leonean taxi drivers. Proud of her stand, Aminata would often point out to her regulars a new plastic flower arrangement or display of potato chips, her brightly colored soda cooler overflowing with sparkling ice and soft drinks, or a new poster she had taped to the stand to liven up the plain metal exterior.
Her most prized possessions are the various Islamic objects that cover that exterior. There are two openings in a hot dog stand, the rear door and the front window, facing the sidewalk, through which food is sold. In Aminata's case, each holds a special significance and each is the site of multiple Islamic objects. A large 'Sabrett Kosher Hot Dog' sign and a series of stickers emblazoned with Qur'anic verses surround the window through which food is passed out, money taken in, and conversations held with customers. Directly in the center is a sticker with the Fatiha. The rear of the cart, the door through which food is brought in and where taxi drivers stop to chat when they do not want to park, is covered with similar stickers. Other than the Fatiha, Aminata, who does not read Arabic, is unsure what the stickers say; it is enough that they are Qur'anic verses.
For Aminata, the stickers that surround her front and rear doors serve as protective devices. During my fieldwork the rear-door stickers protected her from a very specific threat: the food vendor on the opposite corner. Aminata often accused this woman, an Ethiopian, of 'throwing bad things' at her, of trying to poison her food and steal her customers. I arrived one day at her stand to find her in a terrible mood. The stickers at the front window act to protect her from more general threats.
Aminata also describes the religious stickers as a means of identifying herself to her patrons. When I asked her why she displayed no religious stickers on the closed sides of the cart, she responded, 'it isn't necessary.' However, the sides are not bare. They hold a series of advertisements for the products she sells (potato chips, sour gum balls, other snack foods), a very large Washington Redskins poster, and other 'Skins' paraphernalia. Why the poster? It pleases her customers. Her profession of loyalty to the home team will, she believes, help her keep current customers and attract new patrons.
D'Alisera: I ♥ I S L A M
The conscious placement of all these 'advertisements' frames Aminata in a particularly telling way. Customer windows are small; approaching, all one can see of the vendor is her head and upper body. The window gives the impression of a portrait, and in the case of Aminata the motif in which she chooses to frame herself is Islam. It produces a halo effect, that is meant to communicate a number of things. Aminata believes strongly that if her customers know she is a Muslim they will 'trust that I won't put bad things in the food.' When I pressed her to describe these bad things, she responded in a whisper:
These juju things that some people believe will make customers come back again! These are bad things, and Americans do not like this sort of thing. I saw a TV show where Americans were saying that they believe these things come from the devil. 5 Maybe they do! I want them to know that I am a good Muslim woman. I don't deal with the devil.
Through religious stickers Aminata constructs and controls her interactions with her customers. She feels that the Islamic motif of her decorations beckons the potential customer by engaging in what she believes is a familiar and important social norm, that is that the food she serves is ritually pure (Sabrett's Kosher Hot Dogs), free of 'devilish' substances ('juju things'), and served by a 'good Muslim' (pious) woman. This, she often told me, is the key to a successful business.
Aminata's decorations also allow her to stake her place in a broader world. By bringing together disparate cultural elements (global Islam, Sierra Leone, kosher hot dogs, the Christian-right and American football) an aesthetic emerges that points to her vending stand as representative of the cultural border on which transmigrant Sierra Leoneans live. Competing social worlds are bridged, constructing in the hot dog stand a domain in which imagined movement is crystallized and the 'time-outof-time, moving back and forth' (Cadaval, 1991: 207) between there, here, and everywhere, is encapsulated and made still.
The stand, then, is rooted. In this sense it is the opposite of the taxi, which moves continually through the city many hours a day. Indeed, movement is problematic for food vendors, who often express their need to stay in one place. Finding the ideal spot often takes time, perhaps several tries. For Aminata, the ideal spot is a street corner where she can count on a steady stream of regular customers whom she generally knows by name, or at least by sight. Most of her customers are from the offices and the school nearby. Consequently, there are frequently periods of the work day when she has little business. Her busy periods are during the traditional office coffee break (10:00 am), the lunch hour (12 noon), and after school (around 3:00 pm).
For other vendors, the thought of lag-time during the work day was unacceptable. Mariama's stand sits in the heart of the Federal District, in front of a large drug store and just across the street from a Metro stop. Her customers are people on the move, in transit between appointments, work and home, and include many tourists. For Mariama, there is no lunch hour per se, although at noon there is usually a long line in front of her stand extending halfway down the block. When I visited her at mid-day, I would find myself working beside her, usually manning the soda cooler. Unlike Aminata, Mariama rarely had time for leisurely discussions with her customers. 'You can't make money if you are always chatting with customers,' she explained. For her, such chats meant that business was down, and at such times she was generally in a bad mood, not receptive to small talk.
Taxi drivers, on the other hand, describe their identity as embedded in actual movement. Taxis move throughout the city, following the flow of ever-anonymous customers. As such, they represent moveable 'sites of inscription.' Yet, despite the often random flow of their trafficking, many taxi drivers with whom I rode attempted to reduce that randomness by following a particular circuit. There are neighborhoods that they avoid because they are afraid of crime. Many drivers will make a point to stay proximate to the Islamic Center around the times that prayers are called, so that they can stop to fulfill their religious obligation in the mosque. And many would make a point of visiting hot dog stands run by Sierra Leonean friends and acquaintances. In doing so, they play a very conscious role of 'town criers,' carrying news of the community, exchanging gossip and, not least, distributing religious objects and imparting religious advice and instruction.
Most 'cabbies' are men (my informants tell me there is one female Sierra Leonean taxi driver, but I never met anyone who actually knew her). They move freely about the city. They often emphasize the importance of that freedom in terms of their enhanced ability to fulfill prayer obligations, and express disdain for sitting in one place, or being tied to a stationary workplace or rigid schedule. One informant expressed it this way:
Driving a cab has its problems, but I am free to do as I please. If I want to start work at noon I can. I can go to the mosque for prayer when I want, eat when I want. No one can tell me what to do.
For many of these men, their taxis have become an important frame of reference through which their religious identity can be expressed and validated. The flow of religious identity into the workplace is still a fairly uncommon practice in America, and ignorance of basic Muslim ritual remains widespread. 'Sunday is for religion,' the manager of a local convenience store told one informant who had asked for Fridays off to attend the required communal prayer, typically bracketing off the public, secular work space from the American-defined private realm of religion.
In their resistance to such bounded categories of meaning, these taxi drivers blur the lines that seem so deeply etched into the American psyche. For them, their taxis come to embody an emergent Muslim identity set within and against a series of conflicting cultural discourses.
Moreover, in their resistance to dominant American understandings of the place of religion, these taxi drivers have come to view themselves as the disseminators of Islam. This is illustrated by the ways in which they decorate -inscribe -their taxis with religious markers, by their proffering of religious pamphlets to perfect strangers, on-the-job da'wa, and by the services they render fellow Muslims, such as giving free transport to the Islamic Center.
On their way to Friday communal prayer, many taxi drivers look for fellow congregants heading down Massachusetts Avenue, and offer them rides. Muslims who have been in the area for a time know this, so they wait on corners or near bus stops hoping to spot a passing Muslim-driven taxi. One Friday, when I was waiting at a bus stop about 10 blocks from the Center Mustafa drove by, pulled over and offered me a lift. As I hopped in the front seat, several other men and women who were on their way to the mosque squeezed into the back. Mustafa pulled up in front of the Center to let his passengers off before parking down the block. Everyone hopped out of the cab, except me. I would accompany Mustafa and walk back with him. A young Kuwaiti man, new to the community, reached for his wallet and offered to pay. Mustafa laughed, and we explained the situation to him. Again -and in a far more positive way than the story that opens this article -Mustafa's taxi had become a vehicle to enact piety. Identity had been inscribed onto place through action as well as by means of decorative symbols.
This active inscription of identity is also illustrated by the relationship that Sierra Leonean taxi drivers have with Sierra Leonean food vendors, most of whom are women. The women, too, often tell tales of dissatisfaction with working for Americans. Like other transmigrant women elsewhere in North America (see Colen, 1986 Colen, , 1990 Romero, 1992) , many had previously worked in nursing homes or as child care providers in the homes of upper-middle class families. My food-vendor informants often explained that they preferred the confinement of their own hot dog stand to working in someone else's home, where they were often prohibited from practicing their religion. One informant, who had been caring for a two-year old child, had been told by the parents, both lawyers, that she could not offer her five daily prayers when in their home. Unlike taxi drivers, who often claim to be working for less money than they had made in other occupations, food vendors often earn more than other Sierra Leonean women who work in health and child care. This is especially true for those who found themselves working in the private service sector, often without formal contract, where they were often taken advantage of in terms of wages and working conditions, and where, because of their transmigrant status, they often had no legal recourse. Vending food gives these women an opportunity to manage their own work lives, as well as to perform their religious duties.
As with taxi drivers, the freedom to fulfill religious obligations is often a guiding factor in their decision to become food vendors. As Isha, a woman I got to know late in my fieldwork, explained:
Even though I am not able to go to prayers at the mosque, I can pray here without interruption.
Holding up her prayer rug for me to see, she continued:
When the weather is warm I place my prayer rug down on the ground near the stand and pray. If someone needs help they will wait. No one can tell me not to pray. When the weather is bad I sit in the stand and pray.
For Aminata, who may have long intervals without many customers, finding time to offer prayer is rarely a problem. If she is busy with a customer when the prayer is called, she can make up the prayer later, when she is not otherwise engaged, preferably before the next prayer is called. For Mariama, who is constantly busy, prayers can be made up at home. Likewise, accommodations are made for ritual ablutions which are required before prayer. Many vendors keep a jug of water for this purpose in their stands, while others lock up their stand and go to perform ablution in nearby public rest rooms. Aminata for instance, has arranged with the foundation, near which her stand sits, to use their restroom facilities.
Thus, as with taxi drivers, food vendors resist the imposition of bounded sacred/secular realms. However, unlike taxi drivers, food vendors do not see themselves as disseminators of the word of God. Rather, they see themselves as receivers of the messages that taxi drivers bring. Taxi drivers remind food vendors when it is time for prayer and when holidays are to begin and end. The drivers also bring with them a variety of religious objects, Qur'ans, pamphlets, calendars stickers and posters. Some vendors prepare 'African' food that they sell to taxi drivers on the side. 6 A great deal of banter takes place during these stops, punctuated by joking and laughter. At the same time, these stops often involve lengthy discussions of Friday sermons, which food vendors are generally unable to attend, and extended discussions of 'proper' practice. During such discussions, tensions within the community may emerge.
On one occasion, I witnessed a dispute between a taxi driver and a food vendor concerning the upcoming celebration of the Prophet's birthday (Mawlid al-Nabi). The dispute went on in this fashion for nearly an hour, the question of celebrating the Prophet's birthday remaining unresolved.
Nevertheless, despite the controversial nature of some of the messages imparted, food vendors still view taxi drivers as having more expertise then they do in matters of religion. As in Sierra Leone and many Muslim societies, men have greater access to the formal institutions of religion and the authorities therein. The women I work with are free to attend prayers and classes at the Islamic Center, but their work schedule often precludes this. Consequently, they often turn to the drivers for religious advice. One informant described the taxi drivers as her salvation:
I have learned more about Islam because of these cab drivers. They stop by and tell me what is going on at the mosque. They bring me books and remind me when Ramadan is to start and when the 'Id [al-Fitr] prayer is. I didn't even know that you could get a Qur'an in English until Mustafa gave me one. When I am not busy I sit here and read the Qur'an now. Islam is much more a part of my life since I have the stand.
Taxi drivers move in a world that is often alien to the food vendors, the world of global Islam. They gain access to that world at the Islamic Center and then bring that world, translated through the 'texts' that they carry, and the way in which they interpret and explain those texts, back to the women food vendors. The food vendors embrace the objects/texts, but the extent to which they accept the meanings conveyed by the male carriers of those objects/texts is debatable. Likewise, the extent to which the taxi drivers find themselves caught between their understanding of the Islam of 'home' and the emergent global Islam of the Muslim diaspora is constantly being negotiated. Appadurai (1986: 3) reminds us that 'commodities, like persons, have social lives.' By focusing on the 'things that are exchanged, rather than simply on the forms or functions of that exchange,' we can better understand the link between exchange and value, which is, 'politics, construed broadly'. He proposes that we define the 'commodity situation in the social life of any "thing"' as the 'situation in which its exhangeability (past, present, or future) for some other thing is its socially relevant feature ' (1986: 13) . Above all, he insists, that we look beyond production or purchase cost, material value, to the real meaning of the commodity: its social relevance. By extension, we might add social utilization. This is why the new mass-marketing of Islamic merchandise, whether hi-tech or more traditional, is so intriguing.
CONCLUSION: THE SOCIAL LIFE OF COMMODITIES
For Sierra Leonean Muslims in Washington, DC, Islam, as produced and disseminated through the objects that food vendors and taxi drivers carry, use, dispense, and display, constitutes the social life of such commodities. Rooted in a multiplicity of complex historical processes, the notion of a global Islam, a unified voice speaking for all Muslims, challenges the heterogenous realities of the transnational world that my informants inhabit. Appadurai has described the contemporary transnational world as a 'deterritorialized border on which lifestyles are brought into comparison on a number of different levels, creating intensified, sometimes critical, sometimes romantic self-reflections ' (1990: 11) . Located at the crossroads of a multiplicity of shared spaces, Sierra Leoneans mediate the cross-cuttings of location, carefully etching onto their spatial context a transnational, deterritorialized Muslim identity. But we cannot stop there. It is the reterritorialization of space, the reconstruction of identity in the American context, that is of primary significance. This space defies easy compartmentalization, giving the present significance and forming 'imaginative frames of description, narration [and] recognition' (Fischer and Abedi, 1990: 255) that ultimately challenge both territorialized and global definitions of identity.
To observe the ways in which Muslim Sierra Leoneans in the United States negotiate their lives is to look at the ways in which the fragmented spaces in which they live are encoded with meaning and are ultimately communicated. Whether physical or imagined, borders are encoded symbolically with powerful statements that suggest a multiplicity of referential alternatives to understanding one's position on those borders. It is the struggle between multiple understandings of Islam, the fluctuations between similarity and difference, and the continual negotiations of these understandings that give transnational social space its fluidity. Increasingly, the struggle for and negotiation of identity is being expressed in the social life of religious commodities. The spread of such D'Alisera: I ♥ I S L A M commodities in all realms of society, and for members of all 'imagined communities' (Anderson, 1991) , ensures that the sites on which transmigrants fix their inscriptions of identity will become ever more familiar. If the messages are not always decipherable, the formats are certainly becoming increasingly conventional -and recognizable. Transmigrants in the United States speak to American society at large in its own 'language,' utilizing its own symbols, often the most mundane, and 'writing' on many of its most viewed sites. Moreover, the 'politics' becomes ever more 'broadly construed' as the discussion goes beyond the rostrum of the mosque pulpit and the more traditional print and recording media to be increasingly played out on the car bumper, the taxi dashboard, or the window frame of the all-American hot dog stand. television in the area. In this case, she referred to a series of anti-witchcraft spots running at the time on Pat Robertson's 'The 700 Club.' 6. The issue here is not one of 'clean' food because the hot dogs they sell are, while rarely halal, generally kosher, and therefore pork-free and ritually slaughtered. Rather, the matter is more simply one of taste preferences.
